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“With his golden good looks and raspy bedroom voice, MacLachlan was the very devil—worse, a devil who looked like an angel….”

“Esmée, look at me,” he whispered. “Please.”

She lifted her gaze to his, wordlessly pleading for something; she knew not what. His embrace tightened. His sinfully long lashes lowered just a fraction, his mouth hovering over hers…. She wanted to melt against him, to hide inside him. Instead, she closed her eyes and parted her lips. As she’d somehow known it would, MacLachlan’s mouth settled over hers, and a sense of inevitability settled over Esmée.

Oh, God, she was so tired of being alone. She craved the touch of another human being. She craved this. Esmée gave in to the urge to press herself against him. Vaguely, she knew what she was doing was wrong. Foolish…

“Oh, don’t,” she whispered.

“Don’t—?” The word held a wealth of agony.

Esmée tried to shake her head. “Don’t stop,” she choked. “Please.”
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Prologue

The Boxing Match




It was a sweltering afternoon in September when Sir Alasdair MacLachlan very nearly got what his Granny MacGregor had been promising him for at least the last three decades: his comeuppance. Nonetheless, for all its repetition, her admonishment had never been taken very seriously.

Until the age of eight, Alasdair had thought the old girl was saying “come a pence,” which he took to be just another Scottish prayer for good fortune, since Granny was notoriously clutch-fisted. So he’d simply tucked the aphorism away, along with all her other gems, such as Sup with the devil, bring a long spoon, and her perennial favorite, Pride goeth before a fall, and a haughty spirit—

Well, he couldn’t quite recall what happened to a haughty spirit, nor did he much care to think about it, because, on this particular hot afternoon, Sir Alasdair’s mind was elsewhere, and he was already deep in Bliss—Bliss being the name of the village blacksmith’s wife—when the first gunshot rang out, and his comeuppance edged near.

“Oh, shite!” said Bliss, shoving him off. “Me ’usband!”

Tangled awkwardly in his trousers, Alasdair rolled down the pile of straw and came up spitting dust and flailing about for his braces.

“Awright, Bliss! I knows yer in ’ere somewhere!” The grim voice echoed through the cavernous stable. “Out w’you, now! And that bloody, backstabbin’ Scot, too!”

“Gawd, not again,” muttered Bliss wearily. By now, she’d hitched up her drawers, and was twitching her petticoat back down her rump. “Most times, I can stall ’im a bit,” she whispered. “But you’d best climb over that wall and run for it. Will won’t hurt me. You, he’ll kill.”

Hastily jamming in his shirttails, Alasdair grinned. “Will you grieve for me, my dear?”

Bliss shrugged. Easy come easy go, apparently. And Alasdair prided himself on being easy. Along the passageway between the box stalls, doors were screeching open, then slamming shut with ruthless efficiency. “Come on out, you fancy bastard!” the smithy bellowed. “There ain’t but one way in, an’ one way out, and that’s by way o’ me!”

Alasdair gave Bliss a smacking kiss, then hefted himself halfway up the box’s wall. “Ta, love,” he said, winking. “You were worth it.”

Bliss shot him a cynical look, then threw back the stall door. With an artful fling of his legs, Alasdair swung himself up and over the planked wall, then dropped silently into the adjoining box.

“Will Handy, are you daft?” Bliss was in the passageway now, squawking theatrically. “Set down that pistol before you go and kill yourself! Can’t a woman catch a wink? Been run half to death all day, I have, toting water and ale up and down that hill like some serving girl.”

“Oh, I thinks I knows ’oo you been serving, miss.” The voice of doom was mere feet away now. “Where’s ’e at, eh? By God, this time, I mean to kill somebody.”

Alasdair gingerly inched the stall door open and peeked out. Christ Jesus. Alasdair was not a small man, but Bliss’s husband looked like a bad-tempered dray horse, big yellow teeth and all. He was sweating like one, too.

Bare from the waist up, save for his filthy leather apron, the smithy had rivulets running down his rough, bronze skin. Sprouting black hair covered his barrel chest, his tree-trunk arms, and most of his back. In one fist, he clutched a nasty-looking hand scythe, and in the other, a rusty old dueling pistol, its mate shoved down the bearer of his trousers.

Two guns. One shot.

Damn. Alasdair had excelled in mathematics at St. Andrews. He did not like his odds here. Christ, what a fix he’d gotten into this time. But he loved life too well to willingly give it up.

Bliss had wet one corner of her apron now, and was dabbing at a streak of soot on the big brute’s face. “Shush, now, Will,” she cooed. “There’s no one here but me, aye?”

Alasdair eased the door open another inch, and waited until Bliss had the old boy by the arm. She was dragging him toward the door, so Alasdair waited until they’d turned the corner, then gingerly tiptoed out. And promptly stepped on a rake. A six-foot shaft of solid English oak popped out of the muck to crack him square between the eyes. Alasdair cursed, tripped over himself, and went sprawling.

“There ’e is!” roared the smithy. “Come back ’ere, you friggin’ cur!”

Alasdair was reeling, but not witless. The smithy had thrown off his wife’s arm and was barreling back down the length of the barn. Alasdair kicked the rake from his path, feinted left, then bolted past the brute. The smithy roared like a thwarted bull and turned, too late.

Alasdair burst out into the blinding sunlight just as a roar went up from the crowd in the meadow far below. An illegal and much-touted boxing match had drawn half the rascals in London to this little Surrey village, and the sight of a bleeding aristocrat being chased by a scythe-wielding blacksmith did not occasion so much as a glance.

Alasdair could hear the smithy pounding down the grassy hill behind him. Frantically, he searched the meadow for his companions. The smithy was grunting with exertion. Alasdair considered standing his ground. What he lacked in size, he just might make up in speed and skill. Still, old Will did have a loaded gun and a just cause. God mightn’t be on Alasdair’s side.

Alasdair reached the foot of the hill and began darting between the parked carriages. Fast footwork was not the smithy’s forte, and he quickly fell behind. Alasdair circled half the meadow, dashing from carriage to carriage, urgently searching the sea of faces beneath the baking sun. The scents of damp grass, spilt ale, and fresh manure made for a sour miasma in the heat.

The jeers and groans of the crowd were audible now, punctuated by the rapid smack of flesh on flesh. One of the boxers staggered back, another roaring cheer went up, and in that instant, Alasdair saw his brother pushing his way out of the crowd, with Quin on his heels, still sipping a tankard of ale.

Merrick met him near a big, old-fashioned town coach. “What the devil’s got into you?” he asked, as Alasdair dragged him behind it.

“And who was that Goliath on your heels?” added Quin. “Looks like he laid one right between your eyes, old boy.”

Alasdair leaned against the carriage to catch his breath. “Let’s just say it’s time to go, gents,” he answered. “Now.”

“Go?” said Quin incredulously. “I’ve got twenty pounds on this fight!”

Merrick’s expression tightened. “Why? What’s happened?”

“Petticoat trouble again!” complained Quin. “Couldn’t you cuckold someone smaller?”

Alasdair pushed away from the carriage, his gaze scanning the edge of the meadow. Merrick grabbed him firmly by the arm. “You didn’t.”

Alasdair shrugged. “It was Bliss, the girl who brought the ale,” he said. “She looked as though she could use a few moments off her feet. A purely humanitarian act, I assure you.”

“Good God, Alasdair,” said his brother. “I knew better than to come along on this escapade wi—”

“Bugger all!” interjected Quin, hurling aside his tankard. “Here he comes.”

Just then, a wall of sweating, grunting flesh came pounding toward them from the opposite side of the meadow, still waving the gun and scythe, which was glistening wickedly in the sun. “We’d best run for it,” said Alasdair.

“I’ll be damned if I’m running anywhere,” said Merrick coldly. “Besides, I left the carriage at the King’s Arms.”

“One of his pistols is still loaded,” cautioned Alasdair. “Perhaps I deserve it, Merrick, but do you really want the village idiot to kill some bystander?”

“Better to live and fight another day, old chaps,” said Quin.

“Oh, to hell with it,” snapped Merrick.

The three of them bolted toward the footpath. It snaked around the summit of the hill and up to the back side of the village. Here, people lingered all along the path, where shrewd tavern keepers had set up wagons and tents to sell meat pies and ale. Itinerant tradesmen and Gypsies had staked out ground, too, and were hawking all manner of handmade goods, tonics, and charms while, from the village above, the lively strains of a fiddle carried on the breeze.

Quin pushed on until the crowd thinned. Alasdair and his brother followed. In the next sharp turn, Quin was obliged to jump from the path of a thin man balancing a keg on one shoulder. Merrick followed suit. Unfortunately, Alasdair clipped the man’s jutting elbow with his shoulder. The man stumbled, cursed, and dropped the keg, which went thundering down the path.

“Impressive footwork!” said Merrick snidely.

Alasdair cut a glance back down the hill to see that the smithy was gaining ground. A mere three feet ahead of him, the keg bounced off the path, exploding into beer and foam. The man who’d been carrying it apparently decided to throw in his lot with the smithy, and turned to join in the chase.

Around the path’s next bend, a wagon painted in brilliant shades of green came into view. Beside it sat a large tent of stained and patched canvas. Quin leapt off the path and threw up the flap. “Quick,” he ordered. “In here.”

Merrick dived into the darkness. Alasdair followed. For a moment, there was nothing but the sound of their gasping breath. Alasdair’s eyes were still adjusting to the light when a dusky voice came out of the gloom.

“Cross my palm with silver, Englishman.”

He peered into the depths of the tent to see a Gypsy woman seated before a rickety deal table, one slender, long-fingered hand outstretched. “I—I’m not English,” he blurted, for no particular reason.

She eyed him up and down, as if he were horseflesh on the block. “That is not entirely true,” she said.

Alasdair was a quarter English on his father’s side. He grew inexplicably uneasy.

“Cross my palm with silver,” she repeated, snapping her elegant fingers. “Or perhaps you would prefer to leave? This is place of business, not a sanctuary.”

“Oh, for God’s sake, pay the woman,” ordered Merrick, still looking through the flap. Beyond, Alasdair could hear the smithy arguing with someone—the chap who’d been carrying the keg, most likely—about what their strategy ought to be. Alasdair dug deep into his coat pocket, extracted his purse, and laid a coin in the woman’s hand.

“Three,” she said with another impatient snap. “One for each.”

Alasdair dug into the purse again.

“Sit,” she ordered, after examining the coins. “All three sit. Those foolish men will not follow. They do not dare.”

Quin and Merrick turned to stare at her.

She lifted one shoulder, and a curtain of shimmering black hair slid forward to shadow her face. “What?” she challenged. “You have somewhere else to go?”

Quin, by far the more tractable of the two, seized a couple of three-legged stools and did as she commanded. “Be a sporting chap, Merrick,” he said. “What else have we to do for the nonce?”

Merrick approached the table and sat, still looking daggers at Alasdair.

“Your hand,” she demanded.

Obediently, Alasdair extended it. The woman held it, palm open, and gazed at it for a time. As if to clear her vision, she rubbed at the lines with her thumb. Beyond the quiet of the tent, the world and all its clamor seemed to fade away. The woman pulled a tiny lamp nearer, and turned up the wick, flooding the tent with yellow light. She was, Alasdair suddenly realized, quite breathtakingly beautiful.

“You have a name, Englishman?” she murmured, still staring at his palm.

“MacLachlan.”

“MacLachlan,” she echoed. “I think you are a bad man, MacLachlan.”

Alasdair drew back. “But I’m not,” he protested. “I’m a decent sort of chap, really. Ask—why, ask anyone. I have no enemies.”

She looked up from his hand and lifted one thin, inky brow. “Like those men outside?” she asked. “They were your friends?”

Alasdair felt his face flush with heat. “A misunderstanding,” he said. “Of sorts.”

Her brows snapped together. “There are many kinds of bad, MacLachlan,” she said, her voice low and throaty. “You have committed a multitude of sins.”

“Ah, a priest now, are you?” It was Alasdair’s turn to be sardonic. “Fine, I confess. Now tell my fortune, my lovely, and have done with it.”

But instead, she laid his hand down and motioned for his brother’s. Merrick narrowed his gaze. The Gypsy faltered. With his scarred face and cold blue gaze, Alasdair’s brother presented a less than welcoming picture. In the end, however, he relented.

Again, she smoothed her thumb over the lines and mounds of his hand. “Another MacLachlan,” she murmured. “With the devil’s luck. And the devil’s eyes.”

Merrick laughed harshly. “Twice cursed, am I?”

She nodded slowly. “I see it here—” She touched a spot below his index finger. “And here.” She stroked the very center, and despite his outward composure, Merrick shuddered.

“You possess a creative spirit,” she said simply. “You are an artist.”

Merrick hesitated. “Of a sort,” he agreed.

“And like many artists, you have the sin of pride,” she went on. “You have known great success, but no happiness. Excessive pride and a bitter heart have hardened you.”

“Is that my future?” asked Merrick cynically.

She looked at him openly, and nodded. “Almost certainly,” she said. “It has assuredly been your past.” She pushed his hand away and motioned for Quin’s.

“I’ve committed more than a few sins,” Quin admitted, extending it. “I rather doubt there’s room enough on my palm for all of them.”

She bent over it, and made a tch-tching sound in her throat. “Impulsive,” she said. “You act rashly. You speak before thinking.”

Quin laughed nervously. “I can’t say you’re wrong there,” he agreed.

“You will pay for it,” she warned.

Quin said nothing for a moment. “Perhaps I already have,” he finally answered.

“You will pay for it again,” she said calmly. “In the worst way, if you cannot right the wrong you have done.”

“Which wrong?” he said on an uneasy laugh. “The list is long.”

She lifted her gaze and held his. “You know,” she said. “Yes, you know.”

Quin twisted uncomfortably on the stool. “I—I am not sure.”

The Gypsy woman shrugged, and stroked her index finger across the base of his thumb. “I see you have suffered a great loss recently.”

“My father,” Quin admitted. “He—he passed away.”

“Ah,” said the Gypsy. “What is your name?”

“Quin,” he said. “Quinten Hewitt—or Wynwood, I should say. Lord Wynwood.”

She made the noise in her throat again. “So many names, you English,” she murmured, dropping the hand as if she had grown weary. “Go now, all of you. Go to your carriage and leave this place. I can say nothing which will stop you from wasting your lives. Your fate is sealed.”

Alasdair cut his eyes toward the tent flap.

“Go,” said the Gypsy again. “The men have gone. They will not return. It is fate which will punish you for your sins this day, MacLachlan, not those bumbling idiots.”

Merrick jerked to his feet. Quin gave an uneasy laugh. “Sorry, Alasdair,” he said. “At least Merrick and I seem to have gotten off rather easily.” He smiled at the woman, whose exotic beauty was decidedly growing on Alasdair.

“Easily?” she echoed. She lifted her eyes to Quin’s and held his gaze. “But I have not told you your future.”

It was true, Alasdair realized. She had said much, but portended little.

Merrick had turned his back to them and was again peering through the tent flap.

“Well, go on then,” Quin encouraged. “What have we to look forward to, ma’am? Great riches? Exotic travel? What?”

She hesitated briefly. “This is no foolish parlor game, my lord,” she answered. “Do you really wish to know?”

Quin faltered. “I—yes, why not?”

The Gyspy’s gaze was distant. “What is the phrase you English say, Lord Wynwood?” she murmured. “Ah, yes, I recall it. Your chicks are coming home to roost.”

“Chickens,” corrected Quin. “I believe it’s usually said to be chickens.”

“Are you quite sure?” Her voice was suddenly sharp. “In any case, none of you shall continue to evade the consequences of your iniquities. None of you can continue to take and use and exploit, whilst paying no price. You must begin to pay for your sins. Fate will make this so.”

“Iniquities?” said Alasdair. “Sins? Ma’am, those are harsh words.”

“Call them what you will,” said the Gypsy, with a shrug that set her long earrings jangling. “But you will pay, MacLachlan. And you will learn. And you will suffer in the doing of it. What is to come will be as real and as painful as that bruise between your eyes.”

Merrick cursed softly, but did not turn around. “I grow weary of this Cheltenham tragedy,” he snapped. “Let’s be off.”

“Wait a moment, Merrick.” Quin was studying the woman warily. “Is this one of those Gypsy curses?”

At that the woman’s eyes flashed. “Lord Wynwood, you are such a fool,” she said. “You have read too many novels. The three of you have cursed yourself, with no help needed from me. Now you must make restitution. You must make it right.”

Merrick looked over his shoulder. “Utter balderdash,” he snapped.

“Nonetheless, it shall be so,” she said quietly.

An ill wind suddenly blew through the tent, chilling Alasdair despite the summer heat. He spun around to see that his brother had thrown open the flap and was striding back down the path. Quin shrugged, and followed.

Never one easily daunted—even, perhaps, when he should have been—Alasdair smiled, and slid onto the middle stool. “My dear girl,” he said, leaning half-across the table. “Now that those Philistines have gone, I really must ask you—has anyone ever told you that your eyes are the color of fine cognac? Your lips like blushing rose petals?”

“Yes, and my arse is like two orbs of Carrera marble,” she answered dryly. “Trust me, MacLachlan. I have heard them all.”

Alasdair’s smile melted. “Ah, a pity!”

The Gypsy woman gave him a bemused look and stood. “Begone with you,” she said. “Get out of my tent, MacLachlan, and put away your well-worn charms. They do you no good here and have caused trouble enough already.”

Aladair hung his head and laughed. “It has been rather a bad day,” he admitted.

For a moment, the Gypsy said nothing. “Oh, my poor, poor MacLachlan,” she finally whispered. “Oh, I fear you do not know the half.”

The chilling breeze touched the back of his neck again. But this time, when Alasdair looked up, his beautiful prophetess had vanished.








Chapter One

In which a Thunderstorm breaks




Upon returning to his town house in Great Queen Street, Alasdair waved away his butler’s questions about dinner, tossed his coat and cravat on a chair, and flung himself across the worn leather sofa in his smoking parlor. Then he promptly slipped back into the alcohol-induced stupor which had served him so well on the carriage ride home.

A copious amount of brandy had proven necessary in order to endure the company of his traveling companions. Quin had become peevish about his twenty-pound wager, and grumbled all the way to Wandsworth. As for Merrick, Alasdair’s younger brother needed no excuse to behave sullenly. It was his perpetual state of existence. At least the pretty Gypsy had called that one right, Alasdair mused, drifting into oblivion.

For a time, he just dozed, too indolent to rise and go up to bed. But shortly before midnight, he was roused by a racket at his windows. He cracked one eye to see that the unseasonable heat had given way to a brutal thunderstorm. Snug and dry on his sofa, Aladair yawned, scratched, then rolled over and went back to sleep, secure in life as he knew it. But his lassitude was soon disturbed again when he was jolted from a dream by a relentless pounding at his front door.

He tried mightily to ignore it and cling to the remnants of his fantasy—something to do with Bliss, the beautiful Gypsy, and a bottle of good champagne. But the pounding came again, just as the Gypsy was trailing her fingertips seductively along his backside. Damn. Surely Wellings would answer it? But he did not, and the knocking did not abate.

Out of annoyance rather than concern, Alasdair crawled off the sofa, scratched again, and headed out into the passageway which overlooked the stairs. In the foyer below, Wellings had finally flung open the door. Alasdair looked down to see that someone—a female servant, he supposed—stood in the rain on his doorstep carrying, strangely enough, a basket of damp laundry.

Wellings’s nose was elevated an inch, a clear indication of his disdain. “As I have twice explained, madam,” he was saying, “Sir Alasdair does not receive unescorted young females. Particularly not at this hour. Get back in your hackney, please, before you fall dead on the doorstep of pneumonia.”

He moved as if to shut the door, but the woman gracelessly shoved first her foot, then her entire leg, inside. “Now whisht your blether and listen, man!” said the woman in a brogue as tart as Granny MacGregor’s. “You’ll be fetching your master down here and making haste about it, for I’ll not be taking no for an answer, if I have to knock on this door ’til God himself and all his angels come down those steps.”

Alasdair knew, of course, that he was making a grievous error. But drawn by something he could not name—temporary insanity, perhaps—he began slowly to descend the stairs. His caller, he realized, was not a woman, but a girl. And the laundry was…well, not laundry. More than that, he could not say. Halfway down the stairs, he cleared his throat.

At once, Wellings turned, and the girl looked up. It was then that Alasdair felt a disembodied blow to the gut. The girl’s eyes were the clearest, purest shade of green he’d ever seen. Like the churning rush of an Alpine stream, the cool, clean gaze washed over him, leaving Alasdair breathless, as if he’d just been dashed with ice water.

“You wished to see me, miss?” he managed.

Her gaze ran back up, and settled on his eyes. “Aye, if your name is MacLachlan, I do,” she said. “And you look about as I expected.”

Alasdair did not think the remark was meant to be a compliment. He wished to hell he was fully sober. He had the most dreadful feeling he ought to be on guard against this person, slight, pale, and damp though she might be. Somehow, beneath her bundle, she extended a hand. Alasdair took it, realizing as he did so that even her glove was soaked.

“Miss Esmée Hamilton,” she said crisply.

Alasdair managed a cordial smile. “A pleasure, Miss Hamilton,” he lied. “Do I know you?”

“You do not,” she said. “Nonetheless, I’ll need a moment of your time.” She cut a strange glance at Wellings. “A private moment, if you please.”

Alasdair looked pointedly down at her. “It is rather an odd hour, Miss Hamilton.”

“Aye, well, I was given to understand you kept odd hours.”

Alasdair’s misgiving deepened, but curiosity overcame it. With a slight bow, and a flourish of his hand, he directed the girl into the parlor, then sent Wellings away for tea and dry towels. The girl bent over the sofa nearest the fire, and fussed over her bundle a moment.

Who the devil was she? A Scot, to be sure, for she made no pretense of glossing over her faint burr as so many did. She was dainty, almost childlike in appearance, save for her haunting green eyes. She could not be above seventeen or eighteen years, he did not think, and despite her damp, somewhat dowdy attire, she looked to be of genteel birth. Which meant the sooner he got her the hell out of his house, the safer it was for both of them.

On that thought, he returned to the parlor door and threw it open again. She looked up from the sofa with a disapproving frown.

“I fear my butler may have mistaken your circumstances, Miss Hamilton,” said Alasdair. “I think it unwise for a young lady of your tender years to be left alone with me.”

Just then, the bundle twitched. Alasdair leapt out of his skin. “Good Lord!” he said, striding across the room to stare at it.

A little leg had poked from beneath the smothering heap of blankets. Miss Hamilton threw back the damp top layer, and at once, Alasdair’s vision began to swim, but not before he noticed a tiny hand, two drowsy, long-lashed eyes, and a perfect little rosebud of a mouth.

“She is called Sorcha,” whispered Miss Hamilton. “Unless, of course, you wish to change her name.”

Alasdair leapt back as if the thing might explode. “Unless I wish—wish—to what?”

“To change her name,” Miss Hamilton repeated, her cool gaze running over him again. “As much as it pains me, I must give her up. I cannot care for her as she deserves.”

Alasdair gave a cynical laugh. “Oh, no,” he said, his tone implacable. “That horse won’t trot, Miss Hamilton. If ever I had bedded you, I would most assuredly remember it.”

Miss Hamilton drew herself up an inch. “Me—? Faith and troth, MacLachlan! Are you daft?”

“I beg your pardon,” he said stiffly. “Perhaps I am confused. Pray tell me why you are here. And be warned, Miss Hamilton, that I’m nobody’s fool.”

The girl’s mouth twitched at one corner. “Aye, well, I’m pleased to hear it, sir,” she answered, her gaze sweeping down him again. “I’d begun to fear otherwise.”

Alasdair was disinclined to tolerate an insult from a girl who resembled nothing so much as a wet house wren. Then he considered how he must look. He’d been sleeping in his clothes—the same clothes he’d put on at dawn to wear to the boxing match. He’d had rampant sex in a pile of straw, been shot at and chased by a madman, then drunk himself into a stupor during a three-hour carriage drive. He had not shaved in about twenty hours, he was sporting a purple goose egg between his eyes, and his hair was doubtless standing on end. Self-consciously, he dragged a hand through it.

She was looking at him with some strange mix of disdain and dread, and inexplicably, he wished he had put on his coat and cravat. “Now, see here, Miss Hamilton,” he finally managed. “I really have no interest in being flayed by your tongue, particularly when—”

“Och, you’d be right, I know!” The disdain, if not the dread, disappeared. “I’m tired and peevish, aye, but in my defense, I’ve been on the road above a sen’night, and another two days trying to find you in this hellish, filthy city.”

“Alone—?”

“Save for Sorcha, aye,” she admitted. “My apologies.”

Alasdair reined in his temper. “Sit down, please, and take off your wet coat and gloves,” he commanded. When she had done so, he laid them near the door, and began to pace. “Now, tell me, Miss Hamilton. Who is the mother of this child, if you are not?”

At last, some color sprang to her cheeks. “My mother,” she said quietly. “Lady Achanalt.”

“Lady Acha-who?”

“Lady Achanalt.” The girl frowned. “You—you do not recall the name?”

To his consternation, he did not, and admitted as much.

“Oh, dear.” Her color deepened. “Poor Mamma! She fancied, I think, that you would take her memory to the grave, or some such romantic nonsense.”

To the grave?” he echoed, fighting down a sick feeling in the pit of his stomach. “Where the devil is she?”

“Gone to hers, I’m sorry to say.” Her hand went to the dainty but expensive-looking strand of pearls at her neck, and she began to fiddle with them nervously. “She passed away. It was sudden.”

“My sympathies, Miss Hamilton.”

Miss Hamilton paled. “Save your sympathies for your daughter,” she said. “Her full name, by the way, is Lady Sorcha Guthrie. She was conceived at Hogmanay, over two years past. Does that jag your brain a wee bit?”

Alasdair felt slightly disoriented. “Well…no.”

“But you must recall it,” Miss Hamilton pressed. “There was a ball—a masquerade—at Lord Morwen’s home in Edinburgh. A bacchanalian rout, I collect. You met her there. Didn’t you?”

His blank face must have shaken her.

“Good Lord, she said you told her it was love at first sight!” Miss Hamilton protested, her voice a little desperate now. “And that—why, that you had been waiting all your life for someone like her! Mother was a brunette. Full-figured, and tall. Very beautiful. Good Lord, do you remember nothing?”

Alasdair searched his mind, and felt sicker still. He had been in Edinburgh some two years ago. He had taken the unusual step of going home for the holidays because his uncle Angus had returned from abroad for a brief visit. They had spent Hogmanay together. In Edinburgh. And there had been a ball. A raucous one, if memory served. Angus had dragged him to it, and more or less carried him home afterward. Alasdair remembered little, save for the roaring headache he’d suffered the following day.

“Oh, well!” Her voice was resigned. “Mamma was ever a fool for a pretty face.”

A pretty face? Was that what she thought? And who the devil was this Lady Achanalt? Alasdair wracked his brain, this time dragging both hands through his hair. The young woman was still sitting on the sofa beside the sleeping child, staring up at him. Her gaze was no longer so cool and clear, but instead weary and a little sad.

“Sorcha is precious to me, MacLachlan,” she said quietly. “She is my sister, and I will always love her dearly. But my stepfather—Lord Achanalt—he does not love her. From the very first, he knew.”

“That he was not the father?” asked Alasdair. “Are you quite sure?”

The girl’s green gaze fell to the carpet beneath her soggy shoes. “He was sure,” she whispered. “Because he and Mamma had not—or would not…”

“Oh, Lord!” said Alasdair. “What, exactly?”

“I don’t know!” she cried, her face flooding with color. “I don’t understand any of it. He knew. That is all Mamma would say. And then one day, it just all blew up! She flung it in his face. She made it sound like a grand passion. Faith, did she never write to you? Nor you to her?”

Alasdair pressed his fingertips to his temple. “Dear God.”

She looked at him sorrowfully. “’Tis rather too late for prayers,” she said. “Look, MacLachlan, the last two years have been the very devil for all of us. I did what I could to smooth o’er a bad business, but now, there is nothing more to be done. Mamma is dead, and it falls to you. I’m sorry.”

The room fell silent for a moment. Alasdair paced back and forth before the hearth, the sound of his bootheels harsh on the marble floor. A child. An illegitimate child. Oh, God. This could not be happening to him. “How did she die?” he finally croaked.

“’Twas a fever,” she answered hollowly. “A very ordinary thing. She always wanted to die dramatically—a poetic death, she used to call it—but a fever went round the Highlands like a wildfire. It was God’s will, I suppose.”

Alasdair wondered if God hadn’t had a little help from the lady’s husband. “I am deeply sorry for your loss, Miss Hamilton,” he finally said. “But I simply cannot take the child. Is that what you thought? That she would be better off here? Nothing, I assure you, could be further from the truth.”

She looked at him strangely. “What I think little matters, sir.”

But Alasdair was determined to throw off this treacherous burden. “I am persuaded that in your grief for your mother, you have been overcome by romantic notions, Miss Hamilton,” he responded. “But I am a hardened gamester. A practiced wastrel. A womanizer of the worst order. The very last sort of man who ought to be rearing a child. Go home, Miss Hamilton. There was no passion, grand or otherwise, between your mother and me. Lord Achanalt is Sorcha’s father in the eyes of God and the law. Indeed, I am sure he must be worried sick by now.”

At that, Miss Hamilton laughed, a sharp, bitter sound. “Then you are the only romantic fool in this room, MacLachlan,” she returned. “Worse, perhaps, than my poor mother. Achanalt cares not one whit for the opinion of the law, and in the Highlands, he might as well be God. Sorcha and I have no home. Do you not comprehend me, sir?”

Alasdair stopped in his pacing and turned to stare at her, clutching his hands behind his back to keep from putting a fist through something. “Good God,” he whispered. “The man has turned you out?”

Miss Hamilton lifted one of her wrenlike shoulders. “Why should he not?” she answered. “We are neither kith nor kin to him. We share not one drop of his blood. We have no siblings, no grandparents. Achanalt owes us naucht. If you do not believe me, just write to him and ask. He’ll readily tell you so.”

Alasdair fell into a chair. “Christ Jesus, your mother died, and he…he just…?”

“Our things were put out in the carriage drive before the doctor could declare her dead,” said Miss Hamilton. “Fortunately, he was kind enough to take us up in his curricle on his way home. We have been living with his family all this time, a dreadful imposition.”

Alasdair was appalled. “Achanalt has disowned the child, then?”

“He has not publicly proclaimed that she is yours, no,” retorted Miss Hamilton. “He has too much pride for that. But his actions speak louder than words, do they not? Sorcha is at your mercy. You are her last resort.”

“But—but what of your father’s people? Can’t they take you?”

She shook her head. “My father had no family and little money,” said Miss Hamilton. “Another pretty wastrel, I fear. As was Mamma’s second husband. And her third. Mamma had a penchant for them.”

“This Achanalt does not sound like a wastrel.”

“No, just deceptively pretty. A dreadful misjudgment on her part.”

“And you have…no one else?”

The girl gave a pathetic little laugh. “Mamma had an elder sister, but she went out to Australia over two years ago,” she said. “I do not know if she means ever to return, or if she is even alive. I have written, but…I have no real hope.”

“I see,” said Alasdair, very much afraid he did.

Suddenly, the girl bent down to kiss the sleeping child. “I really must be away now,” she said, coming to her feet and blinking rapidly. “I am so sorry, but I must.”

Alasdair felt as if the earth just shifted beneath his feet. “Away?” he said. “Away to where—?”

The young woman was blinking back tears now. “I’m to leave on the first mail coach this morning.” She rummaged in her pocket and brought out a small brown bottle. “Now, Sorcha is teething,” she hastily added. “’Tis her last upper molar. If she cries and you cannot soothe her, just rub a little of this on the affected gum.”

Alasdair’s eyes widened. “Rub—?”

Miss Hamilton gave him a watery smile. “’Tis a camphorated tincture,” she said. “Just poke your wee finger about in the back of her mouth until you find a hard spot. ’Twill be the tooth, trying to break through the skin. Trust me, if I can manage, you can. And then tomorrow, why, you can hire a nurse, aye? You will hire one, won’t you? A very experienced nurse, mind. Sorcha is a good, quiet child. She’ll be not a drop of trouble to you, I swear it.”

Alasdair stared at the brown bottle she had pressed into his hand. “Oh, no, Miss Hamilton,” he said, jerking unsteadily to his feet. “No, no, no. I am not doing this. I do not want this little brown bottle. I am not poking my finger anywhere. I am not feeling gums.”

“Oh, I imagine your fingers have been worse places,” she said.

But Alasdair was so horrified, the insult barely registered. She really was going to leave him. For a moment, he couldn’t breathe. The mantle of responsibility—the inescapable horror of it all—was settling over him now, and he could not seem to push it off.

His wet house wren was pulling on her gloves now and blinking back tears.

“But wait!” he protested. “This cannot be happening! What—who—where—do you mean to go?”

“To Bournemouth,” she answered, giving her last glove a little tug. “I have been engaged as a governess there. Indeed, I am fortunate to have found a place at all. I have no experience. But Dr. Campbell knew the gentleman—a retired colonel—and made inquiries on my behalf. I have no other choice.”

“No choice?” The concept was foreign to him.

Miss Hamilton looked at him rather solemnly. “I am, you see, quite destitute right now,” she admitted. “But Sorcha is not, is she? She has you. Please, MacLachlan. You mustn’t fail the child.”

“By God, I’m not failing her!” he retorted. “I am not even taking her.”

Miss Hamilton took two steps backward.

Alasdair was gaping at her. “But the—the child! Wait, Miss Hamilton! Surely you can keep her? She is—why, just look how small she is! Indeed, she must scarcely eat a thing!”

“Why must you make this so hard for me?” cried Miss Hamilton. “No family will take on a governess with a small child. And they will think, of course, that she is mine, and turn me off at once.”

Alasdair looked at her warily. “That’s a very good point,” he said. “How do I know she isn’t yours?”

Suddenly, Miss Hamilton’s eyes lit with ire. “Why, you selfish scoundrel!” she said. “Do you actually mean to continue to deny having had—had—conjugal relations with my mother?”

“Having what?” he echoed incredulously. “I deny even knowing how to spell conjugal relations! But if you’re asking me if I gave the old girl a quick pump-’n’-tickle behind the draperies at some drunken New Year’s celebration, then yes, I’d have to say that…well, that I might—perhaps—possibly have done. I cannot quite recall.”

“My God,” she whispered, horrified. “You really are a scoundrel, aren’t you?”

“Guilty!” he cried, reaching heavenward with both hands. “Guilty as charged! And happy, madam, to be so!”

Miss Hamilton’s lip curled scornfully. “I regret, sir, that I must do this to a child I love so dear,” she said. “But being the illegitimate daughter of a scoundrel is better than anything the orphanage can offer her—and better than anything I can offer her, much as it pains me.” She dashed away a tear, snuffled deeply, and snatched her soggy reticule from the sofa.

Alasdair caught her somewhere between the sofa and the door. “Miss Hamilton! Really! You cannot get me into this mess, then just waltz back out the door!”

Miss Hamilton spun round, and drew herself up a good three inches. “What got you into this mess, sir, was your…your talleywhacker! That, and a wee nip or two or twenty! So don’t even think of casting the blame on me!”

But Alasdair had burst into laughter. “My talleywhacker, Miss Hamilton? Really!”

She drew back a hand as if she might slap him. “Do not you dare, sir, to make fun of me!”

Somehow, he stopped laughing, snatched the hand, and drew it swiftly to his lips. “There,” he said. “I’m sorry. Let that be a kiss of peace. Now, surely, Miss Hamilton, we can work this out to both our advantages? Indeed, I see no problem at all.”

She glanced at his bruised forehead. “Someone’s conked you on the naper,” she muttered. “And it has disordered your brain.”

“Listen to me, Miss Hamilton,” he protested. “You clearly do not wish to abandon your sister. And I am a very wealthy man.”

“Aye?” There was a hint of hope and wariness in her eyes. “Well, say away, MacLachlan. What is this fine notion?”

Alasdair shrugged innocently, and feigned his most angelic expression—the one which had never worked on Granny MacGregor. Miss Hamilton, however, was less hardened, or perhaps just desperate, for her eyes softened a bit. Good God, he was such a sham! And she looked dashed pretty when that quartzlike gaze melted.

“What if I bought you a cottage?” he lightly proposed. “A seaside cottage, perhaps? With, of course, a nice, er, annuity. You are very young, it is true. But with a little effort, I daresay you could pass for a young widow…?”

Miss Hamilton shook her head very firmly. “Young widows—if they are respectable—are taken in by their husband’s family,” she said, rolling the r in respectable into a near growl. “Or by their own family. No one will believe that old widow-and-cottage nonsense, MacLachlan, and well you know it.” Her voice was growing scornful again. “I’ll be thought a common lightskirt, and Sorcha will be ruined.”

“Now, now, Miss Hamilton. Surely you overstate the matter.”

“You know I do not,” she insisted. “Besides, Sorcha deserves a father, even a less-than-ideal one. And if she is to be thought a bastard, she might as well be the bastard of a ‘very wealthy gentleman.’ You can afford to give her everything. You can clothe her and educate her. And then she will at least have a chance at a respectable life.” Her eyes still leaking tears, she tore her hand from his, and turned away. Then, on a quiet sob, she started for the door again.

“Really, Miss Hamilton, you cannot leave me!” he said, following her. “Think of—why, think of the child! Think of the things she’ll be exposed to under my roof! Why, I might let her play with pen-knives! I might put paregoric in her porridge! Why, I might even teach her how to count cards or—or load dice! Remember, I am a very wicked man!”

Miss Hamilton gave him a look that would have made his cock shrivel—if it hadn’t already drawn up into a petrified nub at the beginning of this awful conversation. “Oh, you wouldn’t dare!” she hissed. “Not loaded dice! That’s a sad, sairie trick, MacLachlan.”

Alasdair felt ashamed of the notion, for he’d never cheated in his life—well, only with other men’s wives. Which was just what had landed him in this god-awful predicament. And as much as he wished to deny the child, Miss Hamilton had a convincing air of righteous indignation. Worse still, he had the vaguest recollection of having done something very, very wicked at that ball Angus had taken him to. There was a lingering sense of guilt.

He had always had a penchant for older, amply proportioned women—brunettes if he could get them. And apparently, he’d got himself one that Hogmanay. Christ Jesus, what had he said to that poor woman to get her to fuck him? And that’s what it had been, too, he’d no doubt. Just a quick, raw fuck. No emotion. No thought for the consequences. Oh, God! Snatches of it seemed to dance in his head. He vaguely remembered the part about the draperies. Heavy velvet ones, soft on his backside. And the musty smell of old leather. Or was that some scrap of a memory from another sin, in another time and place?

No, the library, most likely. He’d always found empty libraries dashed tempting during balls and parties. He had probably enticed this Lady Achanalt person behind the curtains, murmured sweet lies in her ear, and promptly dropped her drawers round her ankles—probably even taken her standing up, too. It would not have been the first time for that, either.

“MacLachlan?” Miss Hamilton’s sharp voice cut into his consciousness. “MacLachlan? Faith, man, you’re crushing my fingers.”

He looked down to see that he’d grabbed both her hands in his again. Suddenly, it struck him. “Miss Hamilton, why must you go to Bournemouth?”

“Because I must work!” Her tone was unflinching. “I’m destitute, MacLachlan, d’ye not comprehend?”

“But…but why can you not simply stay here?”

She drew back a good six inches. “Stay here? With you?”

Alasdair cut her a scathing glance. “Oh, for pity’s sake, Miss Hamilton!” he said. “As—as my governess!”

Miss Hamilton arched one brow. “Well, I’ve no doubt your first one failed you miserably,” she answered. “But you look rather too old and entrenched in wickedness now.”

Alasdair scowled. “Oh, for pity’s sake! For the child! The child! If—if—I’m to let her stay on, why can I not hire you to look after the little weanling? Who would know the difference? And who would be better qualified?”

That took her aback. “I—I—” Miss Hamilton blinked uncertainly. “But that’s foolishness. Sorcha is not yet two years old. She needs a nurse, not a governess.”

But Alasdair was determined to find a way through this quagmire of moral obligation. “Who says so, Miss Hamilton?” he demanded. “Who makes up these rules? Is there some governess’s handbook I know nothing of?” He shot a quick glance at the sleeping infant. “Why, just look at her! Sharp as a tack, I’ve no doubt. All the MacLachlans are—well, most, anyway. Why, my brother Merrick could read by the age of three and do all manner of sums and such.”

“So you admit, then, that the bairn is yours?” asked Miss Hamilton.

Alasdair hesitated. “I admit that it is remotely possible,” he hedged. “I must write to Edinburgh and make some inquiries before I accept the full res-res—the full resp-p-p—” For some reason, his tongue could not quite shape the word.

“The responsibility?” supplied Miss Hamilton with mocking sweetness. “’Tis a simple word, MacLachlan. Just six syllables. I’m sure you’ll get the knack of it.”

Alasdair was afraid she was right. “You seem to have all the qualities of a governess, Miss Hamilton,” he returned. “A shrewish tongue and a condescending attitude.”

“Aye, and I thank you,” she answered.

He studied her silently for a moment, cursing his own desperation. “So, what of my offer, then? How much does a governess earn, anyway? Just what is all this newfound responsibility going to cost me, even temporarily?”

She hesitated but a moment. “A hundred fifty pounds per annum would be fair.”

“Bloody hell!” He tried to scowl. “Miss Hamilton, you are a dreadful liar.”

She blinked innocently. “Then perhaps you could give me some helpful hints regarding that particular talent?” she suggested. “I’m told one ought to learn at the feet of a master.”

Alasdair narrowed his eyes. “Look, Miss Hamilton, blackmail me over your salary if you must, but are you staying or not?”

She bit her lip and cast another glance at the sleeping child. “Three hundred pounds for the first year, payable in advance,” she answered. “Nonrefundable, even if you change your mind. Even if you change your mind next week.”

Good God, he’d be a fool to agree to such a thing! All totaled, the salaries of every servant in the house would barely equal that. Alasdair was about to tell her to go to the devil, but just as he opened his mouth, the bairn let out a god-awful wail. The money forgotten, Miss Hamilton rushed to the sofa and threw back the blankets. Hastily, she lifted the child from her basket, settling her over her shoulder. Wild, red-blond curls spurted from beneath the child’s snug wool cap.

“Whisht, whisht, wee trootie,” Miss Hamilton cooed, rhythmically patting her back.

In response, the child made some happy, babbling racket. Then, just when Alasdair had begun to breathe easily again, the child lifted her head, and looked him squarely in the face. In that moment, he suffered another of those crushing, breath-seizing blows to the gut. He reached out and grabbed hold of a chair, wondering if his knees might give.

Miss Hamilton had turned around. “Faith, MacLachlan, are you ill?” she asked, hastening toward him.

Alasdair shook off the feeling. “I’m quite well, thanks.” He released his grip on the chair. “It’s just been a trying day, that is all.”

“Och, ’tis that terrible bruise between your eyes, I do not doubt,” warned Miss Hamilton, all her o’s coming out just like Granny MacGregor’s. “The blood’s all left your brain, man. Put some ice on it and take yourself to bed.”

Alasdair shook his head. “I’ll have this miserable business settled first,” he insisted. “Now, as I was saying, I shall pay you one hundred fifty pounds—”

“Three hundred,” she reminded him. “Payable in advance.”

It was robbery, plain and simple, but Alasdair hadn’t much choice. “Fine, then,” he muttered. “And you’ll stay and see to the child until…until I think what next to do.”

Suddenly, her face almost crumpled. It seemed most uncharacteristic, but thoroughly genuine.

“Oh, Lord!” he said. “What now?”

She drew a shuddering breath. “It just seems such a vast step,” she admitted. “I was just taking hold of the fact that I must let my wee Sorcha go, and now this! I feel so ill prepared.”

“Well, you bloody well don’t haggle like you’re ill prepared,” he complained. “How would you like to be in my shoes? Half an hour ago, I was minding my own business and sleeping my way through the world’s most delightful fantasy, when next I know, you and Lady Sorcha here are waltzing into the middle of my life. It’s a damned inconvenience, to be frank.”

Miss Hamilton did not look particularly chagrined. “What I meant was that this isn’t what one would call a reputable household, is it?” she went on. “I shall be ruined, I daresay. On the other hand, I am not at all sure it much matters anymore.”

Alasdair drew himself up rather straight. “This is a bachelor household, true,” he admitted. “But I don’t entertain my mistresses here, or go about seducing the servants, Miss Hamilton. And I certainly don’t trifle with mere girls, if that is what you meant.”

“I don’t know what I meant!” said Miss Hamilton, patting Sorcha rhythmically on the back as she paced. “’Tis half my problem. I’ve little experience in the ways of the world. Indeed, I knew almost nothing of child rearing until Mamma died. I have lived most of my life in small Scottish villages. I know there are things a lady oughtn’t do, and I’m relatively certain that living under your roof is one of them. But you are offering me a terrible temptation: a way to stay with my sister.”

Her sudden vulnerability troubled him, for reasons he couldn’t explain. “Look, Miss Hamilton, if the child is to stay here, sooner or later, she will need a governess,” he said. “If you are old enough to be a governess, then why shouldn’t it be you? I have no female relations to fob her off on unless I send her back to Scotland—which, given the way gossip runs, is probably the last place she needs to be. So, have you a better idea?”

“No,” she said, her voice very small. “None at all.”

“Then I shall give you your three hundred pounds,” he conceded. “And in return, you shall make my problem go away. Does that sound fair?”

Miss Hamilton sniffed. “Oh, I am going to regret this,” she whispered. “I know it already.”

Just then, the butler came back in with tea. Alasdair motioned the tray away. “We have a change of plan, Wellings,” he said. “Be so kind as to take that up to the schoolroom.”

“The schoolroom, sir?”

Alasdair smiled. “Yes, it seems I have acquired a…a ward,” he answered, gesturing at the child, who had dozed off on Miss Hamilton’s shoulder. “Arising, alas, from the sudden death of a distant relation. Miss Hamilton here is her governess.” Alasdair bowed in her direction. “Wellings will have your baggage brought in and see you made comfortable for the night. In the morning, he will introduce you to the staff. And then we will do”—he waved his hand vaguely—“well, whatever one does under such circumstances.”

“And you will write to Edinburgh straightaway?” Miss Hamilton pressed.

“Straightaway,” he agreed. And then Sir Alasdair left his new governess in Wellings’s capable hands, and went upstairs to bed, no longer even remotely secure in life as he knew it. A child! In his house! And now, he was the last thing he’d ever wished to be. A father. Good God. A damned inconvenience did not begin to describe this.

The schoolroom, Esmée Hamilton soon learned, was occupied by a nine-foot billiards table, its green felt top almost bald from use. The nursery which adjoined it had long since been converted into a smoking parlor stuffed with worn leather furniture, and the shelves which should have held toys and books instead held stacks of hinged wooden boxes which Wellings called “Sir Alasdair’s numismatic collections,” whatever that meant.

Esmée was too tired to ask, so she just wrinkled her nose at the stale smell and followed Wellings, who was no longer so condescending. “And this way, ma’am, is the bedchamber, which also opens onto the schoolroom,” he said. “Will it do?”

Esmée laid Sorcha down on the bed and looked about. The room was not large, but it was high-ceilinged and airy. “Aye, thank you,” she said quietly. “’Tis lovely. I don’t suppose you have any sort of crib or cradle?”

“I am afraid not, ma’am.” But he helped Esmée position a large dresser drawer between two chairs near the bed.

She had become adept at such makeshift arrangements in the long weeks since her mother’s death. It was that, in part, which had convinced her Sorcha must have a proper home. The child deserved a better, more stable life. And she deserved a competent parent, too. Esmée was not at all sure she met that qualification. Still, surely that brazen devil downstairs was worse?

After Wellings provided hot water and a profuse apology for the bed’s not having been properly aired, he bade Esmée good night and pulled the door shut. Esmée went to it at once and turned the key. A sudden sense of relief mixed with sorrow surged through her as she stared down at the fine brass lock. Her mother was dead. Beloved Scotland was far away.

But for tonight, they were safe. For tonight, they had a proper bed, and every expectation of a proper breakfast on the morn. It seemed so little. And yet, it had come to mean so much.

Oh, how she wished she were older and wiser—and mostly the former. In eight more years, she would have an inheritance from her grandfather—a rather large one, she thought. But eight years was a long time. Sorcha would be almost ten. Until then, they had to live by Esmée’s wits—a slender reed if ever there was one. Oh, if only Aunt Rowena had come home!

Esmée returned to Sorcha’s side. The bairn was already sound asleep. Esmée sat down on the bed and tried not to cry. She was not qualified to take care of a child. And she certainly should not be here in this house. Even Esmée, gudgeon that she was, knew better.

Sir Alasdair MacLachlan was even worse than she’d been led to believe. He was not just a hardened rakehell; he was bold and unapologetic about it. And he was quite astonishingly handsome; too handsome for his own good—or any woman’s peace of mind. Even when he was angry, his eyes seemed to be filled with laughter, as if he took nothing seriously, and though his hair had been a disheveled mess, the golden locks had gleamed in the lamplight.

Her stomach had done something very odd the moment he kissed her hand. She supposed that was just the sort of shivery, flip-floppy thing one felt when one was kissed by a practiced rake. Worse, he had not for one moment remembered Mamma. God, what an embarrassment that had been! But Esmée had parted company with her pride about six hundred miles ago, and she very much feared it was going to get worse.

Dead tired, yet filled with restless energy, she drifted back into the smoking parlor, where the light from a single sconce wavered, casting odd, shifting shapes up the walls and along the shelves. She flung herself down on the tatty old sofa and was immediately struck by a warm, already familiar scent. MacLachlan. Unmistakably. Then she saw the coat tossed so carelessly across a nearby chair. She tried to ignore the tantalizingly masculine scent which teased at her nostrils, and instead picked up a fine, leather-bound book from the untidy heap on the tea table.

She studied the small gold letters on the spine. Théorie Analytique des Probabilitiés by de Laplace. Esmée flipped it open, then muddled along in her bad French just far enough to realize that the author’s theories, which had something to do with arithmetic, were far above her head. And far above MacLachlan’s, too, she was sure. Perhaps the book had been left out as a sort of decorative pretense? But when she looked about the messy, malodorous room, she quickly cast that notion aside. No, there were no pretensions to refinement here.

Curious now, she picked up another. This book was very old indeed, its brown leather binding badly cracked. De Ratiociniis in Ludo Aleae by someone named Huygens. This one she could not read at all, for it was in a language she’d never seen. But again, it contained a great many numbers and mathematical formulas.

What on earth? She dug deeper. Beneath another six such books was a sheaf of foolscap, filled with chicken scratch and numbers. On the whole, it looked to be the ramblings of an insane mind—which fit what she’d seen of MacLachlan so far. But all the fractions, decimal points, and strange annotations were beginning to give her a headache. Esmée restacked the lot, blew out the sconce, and returned to Sorcha’s side.

Relief surged at the sight of the child’s face, so serene and happy. Yes, she had agreed to MacLachlan’s outrageous proposal. What else was she to do? Leave Sorcha, merely to preserve her own good name? One could not eat a pristine reputation. One could not sleep on it or shelter under it. And who else would give them a home together?

MacLachlan might be a rogue and a scoundrel—he was without a doubt lazy and self-indulgent—but he showed no evidence of cruelty. That surprised her. In her experience, the handsomest men were often the cruelest. Was not Lord Achanalt a sterling example?

She let her gaze drift about the room, taking in the gold silk walls and the high, narrow windows with their opulent draperies. It was smaller, yet far more elegant than anything they’d had in Scotland. It was a miracle MacLachlan had not tossed them into the street. It was what she had expected; what she had steeled herself for. Indeed, it was just what her stepfather had done. For a moment, Esmée’s anger got the better of her grief. Of Achanalt, she’d long expected the worst. But her mother? How could she just die and leave them to the mercy of that man?

As she undressed, Esmée noticed the ormolu clock on the mantel. Half past one. Her coach to Bournemouth would be leaving in five hours. If ever she were going to change her mind, the turning point was tonight. She might be a grass green girl from the Highlands, but she had every idea that once she remained alone in this house with a man of MacLachlan’s repute, her employability in a decent household would be at an end. Worse, even in a state of dishabille, he was handsome. Dangerously so. Esmée did not like him, no. But her mother’s blood coursed through her veins, and that, too, was dangerous.

But despite her fears, and her strange mix of grief and anger over her mother’s death, there was a tenuous hope kindling in Esmée’s heart. As she slowly bathed in the warm water Wellings had sent up, Esmée let herself savor the feeling. He was going to do it. MacLachlan was going to give Sorcha a real home. The very thought of it astonished her, and Esmée realized that in truth she had traveled all the way to London never expecting her bluff to work.

Oh, MacLachlan would not give Sorcha love, she thought, pulling her nightdress over her head. He would not nurture the child’s soul. He would not be a father in any meaningful sense of the word. But he was not going to throw her out again, and Esmée had learned to keep her expectations low and rejoice at even the slightest victory.

Just then, Sorcha began to flail about with her left leg, tossing off her blankets. Esmée went to the makeshift cradle and bent down to tuck her blankets back around her. To her surprise, Sorcha was awake. At Esmée’s appearance, she widened her startling blue eyes, laughed one of her gurgling, bubbling laughs, and clapped her hands together.

Esmée took the child’s tiny hands in her own and felt Sorcha’s fingers wrap round her index fingers, her grip warm and strong. “Are you happy now, my bonnie wee lassie?” asked Esmée, lifting one little fist to her lips for a kiss. “D’ye fancy this might be your home after all?”

“Be mo,” agreed Sorcha, her gaze growing drowsy again. “Mo, mo, mo.”
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